Peripheral white blood cells and HPA axis neurohormones in major depression.
Alterations in peripheral blood leukocyte distribution in major depression, including leukocytosis, neurotrophilia and lymphopenia, have been described. To assess peripheral white blood cells and the hypothalamic-pituitary (HP) axis in drug-free patients with major depression, we measured the total white blood cell count (WBC), and percentage of lymphocytes, and the plasma levels of cortisol, adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH), growth hormone (GH) and prolactin (PRL). Twenty male patients with major depression had relative lymphopenia and leukocytosis when compared with 20 age, sex and racematched control subjects. Elevated Beck and Hamilton depression scores correlated with a decreased percentage of lymphocytes, in a group of all subjects combined. There was a weak tendency for elevated growth hormone to correlate with relative lymphopenia in the control subjects only. Relative lymphopenia and leukocytosis may be a part of the psychobiology of major depression.